DEEPALI DUTTA 2 "We are guilty of many errors and many faults but our worst crime is abandoning our children, neglecting the fountain of life. Many of the things we need can wait. The child can not. Right now is the time when his bones are being formed, his blood is being made. To him we can not answer "TOMORROW his name is TODAY".
My first bom is now an over ambitious twenty-four-year-old-professional for whom the sky is the limit. Second son is a narcissistic mirror-gazing twenty one roaming amidst a galaxy of like-minded friends. My daughter is a sparkling, bubbling young lady of "sixteen going on seventeen".
All three of them have provided me with more than enough material for being involved in this nerve-wrecking-soul-searching exercise of selecting the topic for my Indian Psychiatric Society's presidential speech of 1990. Also their activities, their feelings their despair and aspirations have prompted me to this little investigative work to search for the unknown destination where the Myth the Golden Childhood has gone. For this I am thoroughly indebted to them.
Dear friends between you and me, my husband Lion Dr. S. C. Dutta who was a renowned footballer of yester year and the founder professor of the department of Urology at Guwahati Medical College and myself have no hesitation to confess that writing about the children is as tough a job as bearing, rearing and parenting them. So kindly bear with me if my thoughts occasionally "RUN AMOK" and sound a bit "incoherent" like our beloved patients. As very rightly said by famous poet Ogden Nash.
Children aren't happy with nothing to ignore, And that's what parents are created for.
Perhaps I should be cautious to quote Wordsworth's age old saying "The child is the father of man" lest the modern bright young ones may place their immediate charter demand saying "Move over darlings now we have to father the society". A bit precociously I presume.
A child is often considered as something divine something celestial like a rose bud full of fragrance and of hope to bloom into a beautiful flower, something so precious that no iron safe of the world is safe enough to preserve him. His home coining is a real big event right from the beginning of conception. The mother, the father and others in the family keep on praying to God Almighty so that this newly born life does not have to face a lot of earthly discomfort in his sojourn to the earth. To welcome him needs a lot of team work. The people concerned try their level best to make meticulous arrangements that even if he arrives at an awkward hour at an awkward place he would get full attention and care. Doctors and midwives who are instrumental to bring the child to this world are put on red alert. So a child's Lome coming is a magnus event, an event to remember, an event to ruminate with loving nostalgia later. In some hindu community konch shell's sound heralds his arrival to this world which sets off flurry of actionpeople getting bussier and bussier feeding, dressing, cuddling, nurturing and meeting each and every biological need of their new visitor. So much emphasis is put on his home coming that the mother who had painfully carried the child for nine long months in her womb is blissfully forgotten.
This vivid colourful home coming of a child is ofcourse of a privileged child-a child who is born out of socially acceptable wedlock, a child who is wanted by the parents, for whom there is no dearth of love, affection and nutrition, a child who is lucky to be born into a congenial home environment which fulfills the norm of our national policy of family welfare as he is one of the "wanted two."
Unwanted Children : Are they children of a Lesser God ?
But there is another group of children whose arrival into this world fails to evoke any positive response I have enumerated above. Negligence, anxiety, adversity in all spheres are waiting to greet them. They may be termed as "unwanted child" but by which category and by whom are few tricky unanswered questions. A closer scrutiny and an indepth analysis of the group of children is a crying need of today's world and a pressing challange for psychologists and psychiatrists all over as their number is increasing at a galloping speed.
In Hindu religion common belief prevails that God has created man after his own image. Does that mean that the spastics, physically deformed, Down's syndrome child are made as the replicas of few lesser gods. These are the "unfinished children."
The list of these children of lesser god is :-1. An illegitimate child born out of wedlock.
2. A child of a divorcee or widow who does not have the means of keeping the child alive. 3. A child born after an episode of rape. 4. The so called unfinished children. 5. A child who is exposed to the danger of drugs, radiation, more recently AIDS infection, cardiac, cancerous mothers and such conditions which warrant medical termination of pregnancy. 6. A new generation of unwanted children due to our national policy of family welfare who unluckily comes after the "wanted two". John Bowlby (1951) in his monograph "Maternal care and mental health" first pointed out that for normal mental health a child must have prolonged, continuous and intimate warmth of maternal affection. A child's deprivation from maternal love results in faulty capacity to form interpersonal relationship which may be the nidus of future delinquent behaviour. Thus 'Broken Home' becomes a basic concept in understanding human psychology and comtemplating psychotherapy. Henry Walton (1962) tried to be more explicit in defining 'Broken Home' as "absence of one or both the parents before the age of 14 or the strife between the parents so gross that in the initial interview it becomes evident that there is regular violence between parents". Goldferb (1955) emphasized how family provides the child with a psychological climate for mature growth of foresight and conceptual thinking. Normal parental relationship is the basis of the Super Ego formation which is believed to be the "internalized voice of the parents". So early loss of a parental figure may lead to a sort of confusion because of loss of ego ideal with which the normal child should identify himself. Ferenczi (1929) opined that "the neglected child" lacks the appeal to live. He compulsively seeks love of which he has been deprived in his early childhood. His ego development remains imperfect. His weakened Ego fails to thrive to face the day to day realities of life. Ultimately he could put an end to this surmounting misery by the only means i.e. by "killing himself"--even symbolically.
Stimulus hunger/Stroke hunger
Many behavioral scientists and philosophers like Spitz (1945) Martin Buber, R. D. Laing, Eric Berne Jean Piaget (1968 ), Anna Freud (1926 , Malanie Klein and many others enriched our knowledge in understanding our new generation.
Infants deprived of handling over a long period will tend at length to sink into an irreversible decline and are prone to succumb eventually from intercurrent disease. This conceptualised the idea of 'stimulus hunger". The most favoured form of stimuli are those provided by physical intimacy, colloquially, "If you are not stroked your spinal cord will be shrivelled up".
Similar phenomenon was seen in adults who were subjected to sensory and social deprivation. These transient psychoses are experimental "model psychosis". Even hardened criminals are scared of consequences of solitary cell. Biologically also if reticular activating system of the brain stem is not sufficiently stimulated degenerative changes in nerve may occur if not structurally but due to disuse. Hence a biological chain may be postulated leading from emotional and sensory deprivation through apathy and degenerative changes to death. In this sense stimulus hunger has the same relationship to survival of the human organism as food hunger.
After the period of close intimacy with the mother is over the individual for the rest of his life is confronted with a dilemma upon whose horn his destiny and survival are continually being tossed. On one horn is the social, psychological and biological forces which stand in the way of continued physical DUTTA intimacy in the infantile style. On the other is his perpetual striving for its attainment. Under most circumstances he will compromise. The process of compromise may take many forms of ego defensive mechanism like sublimation, projection etc. Result is a partial transformation of infantile "stimulus hunger" into something which may be called "recognition hunger". Each person becomes more and more individual in his quest for recognition. A movie star may require hundreds of letters from his admirers to keep his "spinal cord straight" while a silent scientist can keep himself mentally and physically healthy with one letter of appreciation from his research guide (Erich Berne).
Happy childhood in Indian context
Since the epic days of Mahabharata, Ramayana and since the very dawn of Indus valley civilization, Indian culture gave a lot of emphasis on the process of child bearing, rearing and education. Earliest Ashram of Indian life is Brahmacharyashram when the child at a school going age goes to the 'Gurugriha' to learn facts and philosophy of life as well as to pick up the trick of the trade. Their lives were governed by strict discipline of a long list of Do's and Do not's. Even then Indian system was differential towards children of poor, low class and mentally handicapped who were supposed to be 'animal like human beings' like fish, trees etc. Of course, one exception in Mahabharata, the great king Dhritarastra who was a 'Janmandha' (congenitally blind) was not deprived from the prestigious throne of Hastinapur.
In ancient India formal education was considered as privilege of the upper class and high born. The classic tale of Eklavya, a son of low caste hunter, tells us how being poor and being of low birth order he was not admitted into the elite group. But with hard work through non formal education he mastered the trick of archery. But even then he was made to pay heavily by his Guru who wanted his right thumb as 'GURUDOK-SHINA' (modern tution fee). His mastery of archery went to shambles.
It is heartening to note that modern India has come a long way from all these upper class dominated social pride and prejudice. Indian democratic constitution and policy of secularism have given every citizen including the child and the deprived ones the right to live their own lives freely and happily. At national level we perceive child's right essentially as the important foundation for nation's all round development both material and spiritual. Every attempt is being made all over the world for safeguarding of the fundamental rights of children. Practically speaking drafting of child's right is actually drafting of adult responsibilities and adult action. As such although it sounds simple it is essential that children's rights be reviewed not in isolation but within the context of national development and progress.
UN declaration of children's right
Very briefly I would like to refresh the memory regarding children's right as enumerated by world bodies like UNICEF and Working Group of UN Commission of Human Rights. These are civil, political, economic, social, cultural, the right to a name and a nationality, protection from torture and exploit, right to the highest attainable standard of health and right to receive health care.
November 20, 1989 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the Adoption of Declaration of the Rights of Children by the United Nations. Exactly a decade ago in the International Year of the Child, 1979 . Polish government proposed the safeguarding of children which was ratified by the legislatures of atleast20 countries. Except by definition that a child is below 18 years of age--they do not have political right. As our august audience is very much aware of all the rights, I refrain from elaborating them. But I would like to draw your attention that since 18 years is a prolonged period of life punctuated with various stages of development, it is necessary to draw distinctions somewhere between infants, children, adolescents and early adults. United Nations Declaration needs to make some alterations to adjust these four diverse groups.
The convention takes care of right to special care of children who are orphan, deprived, handicapped, who are potential victims of sexual exploitation and abuse. Among the cultural rights are the right to education, access to appropriate information, recreation, pursuit of artistic and creative talents.
It is evident that if we can achieve even 25 to 30 per cent of these laid out principles today, topic of my talk would have been different. Working for the cause of children both normal and deprived, I now realize that the "Myth of happy childhood, is slowly receding beyond the perceivable horizon. I shall never be able to present before you a rosy picture of existing status of our children and hope of a pink future for them.
Here is a list of grim facts about our children in India * India's children population is perhaps the largest in the world. 45% of our 700 million population comes to 315 million children. In a recent statistics it was estimated that 60 million children are both mentally and physically impaired posing a great concern almost of the magnitude of an endemic form. This figure excludes the estimated 20 million moderately and severally mentally retarded.
* Infant mortality rate stands at 150 deaths per 100 live births.
* Out of 13 million under 5 deaths annually 42 million die in India.
* The girl child's survival is even more endangered. In 30 days of life the mortality of boys and girls are roughly equal. In five years female child's mortality is double that of males.
* Health is wealth-a sermon which wc read in pages of every school text book, emanates from every adult lip. But ironically how many of us believe this dictum ? Survey's of National Institute of Nutrition tell us that 85% of the children suffer from varying degree of malnutrition and another 15% children in rural areas suffer from 'invisible malnutrition'.
* Thirty thousand children go blind annually due to vitamin A deficiency.
* 40 million people are still affected by goitre due to iodine deficiency inspite of National Goitre Control Programme.
* 30% children die due to communicable diseases from six known such diseases inspite of 'Universal Immunization Programme'. 'Post Portum Programme' and 'Maternal and child health programme'. * ORTis not yet an acceptable line of treatment inspite of all the publicity and as a result 'diarrhoea' is still the greatest child killer.
* 30 million children are orphan and destitute children as per 1986 report on "children in difficult circumstances" submitted by Tata Institute of Social Science. * The number of disabled children of all modalities are increasing at an alarming speed as informed by 1984 UNICEF report of which 2.5 lakh are blind, 2.5 lakh are deaf, 5 lakhs physically handicapped and 13-14 million mentally retarded of moderate and severe variety. * Largest number of child-labour has been prevalent in India. Government figure varies from 14-17 million. They are the bread earner of the family and their working hour is more than 12 hours and their wages is 1/2 to 1/3 of the normal wage, the so called ''Starvation wage" (Asian Labour Monitor). They are frequently subjected to corporal punishment of all kinsds for noncompliance of master's order or for inability to carry out the adults job to master's satisfaction.
* Literacy rate in India has improved since independence, 57% in male and 29% in female except in Kerala and Mizoram which claim 100%, literacy. 20% of children who never go to school are girls.
* Enrolment into a school is a false yardstick to measure the literacy of a country by as it does not tell us the whole story. 63% drops out at primary level and 77% at higher school level.
* The special school for deprived and handicapped children are so few that most of them remain as a source of unmitigable suffering to the family for life long.
Untold story of an Indian girl child
Except North Eastern India birth of a girl child in the family is considered as a beginning of a woe-begotten story. She is the epitome of personified misery, an unwanted menace, a potential case of Dowry death, a future Roop Kanwar of Deorala Satidaha fame, an object of rape to fulfil the lust of the man as in tribal girls in Bhumuka (Assam) or the Harijan women elsewhere. She is chained to the household chores by virtue of being a girl. She becomes a slave to the male chauvinistic ego. She is the second class citizen who can not be considered on equal footing like a son. A startling revealation made by a study conducted in an advance city like Bombay makes us ponder which way Indian society is heading for. Amniocentesis done to detect congenital abnormalities of foetus in utero is an accepted progressive scientific technique all over the world towards creation of a healthy, intelligent new society in eugenic style. But the study revealed that MTP done out of 8000 (eight thousand) amniocentesis cases 7999 (Seven thousand nine hundred ninety nine) were girl foetuses. This happened in India, the traditional worshippers of devis on pedestals of temples.
Another equally startling finding of Prof.
K. Mahadevan of Tirupati University at a seminar organised by National Media Care was that a daughter is purposefully neglected when she falls ill with the hope that she will die and along with her death all the anxiety of marriage and dowry will be burried. This finding was supported by findings of other researchers of U. P. where it was proved that infant mortality due to differential care may affect the girl child.
In case of girls, child marriage is still ramptant as the parents loose their sleep if they can not be married off at the age of 15-16 years. Then with early marriage and premature motherhood different issues of social injustice crop up. In many Indian states girls are made victim of dowry death, satidaha and are treated as saleable commodities.
It appears SAARC's instruction to the people with their slogan "A GIRL CHILD WANTED IN THE YEAR 1989" is a timely one for Indian parents.
Generation gap-deviant behaviour/ identity crisis
One of the most striking features of young ones is their spontaneity and their free expression. Martin Buber commented "Youth are the megaphones of today's society, crying out against injustice which most of us (adults) suffer in silence".
Young generation does not create a new image. It works as a mirror reflecting the actual image of the family as well as of the society. The external manifestation of their feel ings, attitude and values attract the attention of the society as their expressions are crude and original without any camouflage or through any defensive mechanism. While some will consider these expressions as "deviant behaviours", professionals like us would brand them as "identity crisis" yet village elders would accept them as a natural phenomenon and prescribe traditional remedy like "get them married", as these deviant behaviours are often equated with deprivation of physical love. And as such marriage is considered as "panacea" of all abnormal mental and anti-social maladies.
The lamentations of the older generation on generation gap is nothing new. It existed since the time of Plato and Aristotle. Socretes (470-399 B. C.) who was the friend, philosopher and guide of youngsters expressed his frustration "our youths are more interested in worldly comforts. They do not pay respect to the olders. They are really mean." Hesiod (720 B. C.) expressed similar opinion "if today's youngsters become tomorrow's leader then I predict that our country's future is very dark. The world is coming to its end very soon."
In the relics of Babylon we encounter similar inscription in 5000 B. C. "The hearts of our youngsters are getting rotten. The present day youngsters are lazy and vindictive. It is doubtful whether they shall be able to maintain our culture alive."
Inspite of all these sacrastic criticism the world does exist and human race, culture and tradition are not dead as yet nor they are showing any signs of decay. Of course they have undergone tremendous change. Life and living is not a static phenomenonso changes are inevitable. We are now at the cross road of old traditional values and modern alien computer culture. John Denver a new-wave poet wrote :-I love your eyes, your cherry lips The love that always lingers Your way with words and random blips Your skilled computer fingers. Now the children are likely to grow in "Electronic Cottage' with different perceptions and materialistic conceptions. According to Alvin Toffler :
"A strange new society is errupting in our midst. Its concept of time, space, work, sex, religion are all incessantly changing with resulting mass disorientation. Much conflict between parents and child today can be tra-ced to the accelerated change".
The time is racing at a galloping rythm, traditional man has become more scientific, more nearer to the knowledge of atom than to that of the soul, to the spiritual ultimate. Man has forgotten to enjoy nature and has come so very far away from nature.
We have already become a class of youthcritique like female-critique, politician-critique and so on. We watch their every step and try to burden them with our over-valued ideas and principles of our time when life was less complex, less competitive and more easy to live. We tend to forget it is human nature that past is always glorified, present is "could have been best" and future is always suspected, with "a tinge of insecurity."
Where lies the remedy
We, the older generation behave like a "Freudian hypertrophied Super Ego in Melancholia" a harsh critique of all their activities. Now a days a lot has been discussed about youth psychology as if it is like an unwanted head of a hydra clutching its ominous claws to embrace and destroy our innocent youth. But youth psychology is not synonymous with youth unrest, drug behaviour or sociopathic behaviour.
Our new wave behaviour experts like Eric Berne, Tom Harris, Amy Harris, Alvin Toffler and others have warned us about the ''Future Shock" informed^us about the "Third wave generation" analysing human behaviour as "games which people play", reassuring us by saying "I'm OK-You're OK" and advising us how we can "Stay OK". These are new ideas, very practical and reality orientated ideas by which perhaps one can explain complex behaviour of our future generation.
As it has been rightly said that the future of the family today is intact part of the general crisis due to rapid industrialization. In western countries also the picture is as grim as in our country. Everything has been so mechanized, so electronic that every western household has become "an Electronic Cottage." Now American thinkers suggest retracing this industrial pathway to civilization, sex education de-libralizing abortion by spearheading ante-feminist movement, forcibly driving women back to kitchen, banning on contraceptive, curbing the freedom of thought and retracing backward to pre-1955 level since affluence breeds population of "sole living", encourages "child free home" in U.S.A., Germany, U.K. and even in U.S.S.R. These are the steps suggested by western new wave thinkers for "remassifying the rapidly demassifying society."
According to Alvin Toffler the first wave child saw his parents at work, second wave child being segregated in school is completely divorced from real work life. His small story tells us the exact feeling of a child's mind.
"One executive decided to bring his son to his office and treated him with lunch at the luxurious canteen. The child saw luxurious carpeted office, indirect lighting, elegent receptionist, expensive restaurant with its liveried waiters and exhorbitantly priced menu. Finally he blurted out "Daddy how come you are so rich and we are so poor."
The western world is also starting to believe that a little poverty, a little want, a little hardship, a little closeness to nature are the essences that make life easier, simpler and happier.
I am very much tempted to narrate one of my own experience in Edinburgh while I was doing my membership. We were demonstrated a 16 year old teenager who played truant from school and on whom psychotherapy was going on for few years with no perceivable result. Our professor Dr. Mathivan and Dr. Wolff told us that since these boys were maladjusted with normal school routine they should be sent to a "special school for truant children." I was nonplussed at this most innovative method of tackling this boy who did not like school. When asked what exactly would be done in India I frankly admitted that in India this would not at all be a problem. Our Nobel Prize winning literary person Rabindra Nath Tagore never had any formal schooling. Our Assamese social reformer Sankar Deva was a truant student. In our country the family would have employed the child as a home help in paddy field or a cowherd boy or even a helper in a grocery shop. This would surely be the simplest solution of this problem as the child is happy because he does not have to go to school, the family is equally happy as he is helping the family by earning "two paisa". I personally feel that Indian Government's education policy should try to solve such problems without adopting the western methods but against our own traditional back-drops and within our socioeconomic framework.
Even the western scientists are now of the opinion that the alienation of youth today is caused primarily from being forced to accept a non productive role in society during an extremely prolonged adolescence. Perhaps this point should be taken up seriously by world bodies like UNICEF and other international children forums.
I would now like to narrate the comment of one of my youngsters. He was a poor boy but made extremely ambitions by his ambitious parents who were uneducated. After a glorifying academic achievement he started analysing his father critically and found him to be uneducated, uncivilized village cobbler not worthy to be his father. Even he disliked the strong smell of hair oil used by his father. Violence brecded violence and the son had to be brought in chain for psychiatric consultation. When asked what was his problem out came his reply "Doctoi this is the problem of the tree and the seedlings". How beautifully this insane adolescent meant the effect of generation gap, the universal conflict between the old and the new.
Before I conclude dear friends, I hope this galaxy of psychiatrists, behavioural scientists, educationists, parents guardians, child lovers would share some of my thoughts and agree with the topic of my speech on the Golden Childhood which is no longer there, which has already become a myth. I must admit my own fear that perhaps as a member of old generation, I have been analysing the innocence of our young ones too critically. As one coloured American Negro student lamented "kindly try to look at my problem looking thorough my eyes and wearing my skin only then you will understand how I feel and why I behave in this manner". Perhaps same is true in case of a child. We could be more correct if we could feel and perceive the world and the life through a child's eye.
I would like to end this speech by pleading to the younger generation although old is not always gold by today's standard they should not ignore the old the past: My parents did not know about Starwar, Robot, Supersonic Jet, LSD and COBOL but they had thorough knowledge of Assamese life style, Indian philosophy, religious rites, way to Nirvana of which I had the least knowledge.
Knowledge is never wasted. Only time to time redressing or polishings is necessary to suit the current trend. The great humorist G. K. Chesterton said "my tailor is my true assessor as he is the person who measures me off and on." So we the older generation must measure our children from time to time and the measuring tape must be shortened or lengthened as and when necessary.
Ladies and Gentleman, here, I conclude with a famous piece of poetry by Khalil Gibran: --"Your children are not your children They are sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself For their soul dwells in the house of tomorrow Which you cannot visit, not even in your dream You may strive to be like them But seek not to make them like you For life does not flow backward Nor larries with yesterday."
